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  Dedication



Deadly Wrath is dedicated to farm dogs and to farmers who grow and harvest our food and fiber. 






  
  Previously…


RILEY
My name is Riley Malloy Carter. I’m a vet tech, and I understand what animals tell me, which must be why people call me an “animal whisperer.” When the clinic where I was working in my hometown abruptly closed, Toby, my five-year-old black and brown German Shepherd mixed with a bit of Labrador Retriever, and I moved to Barton, Georgia, to live in my grandma’s old cabin. I found a new job at a fantastic animal hospital with wonderful people, but best of all, I met my sweet husband, Ben Carter, a cute, tall deputy sheriff with brown hair, greenish hazel eyes, and a smile that melted my heart. Not that we’re competitive or anything, but I enjoy reminding Ben that I love him more.  
While Ben was in training as a crime scene specialist with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, we rented a house only twenty minutes from his classes, and I accepted a part time position with the local vet, Doc Ned Halsey.  
I agreed to help Doc Ned’s longtime friend, Nora, with the horses at her bed-and-breakfast. None of us dreamed that the Trail's End Bed and Breakfast would become the headquarters of a criminal ring, but it did. Derek, an undercover GBI agent who was also working at the B&B, led the team that broke up the ring; Toby, Diane, who was a caterer at the B&B, and I stopped the mastermind.
Ben completed his classes and field training; he’s an official GBI Crime Scene Specialist. We’ve rented a house in the country near Jimson, Georgia, and Doc Ned recommended me to a veterinarian who has recently added farm visits to his practice. I love farm visits.
BEN
Riley is brilliant, has a remarkable talent for communicating with animals, has fiery red hair, and is the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Her talent is a little more than dog whisperer; she talks to animals and understands what they are telling her when they respond. I know it’s a stretch to believe, but I’ve seen her in action, and it’s true. 
Riley is the love of my life; I wish she wasn’t always the target of murderers. A talented GBI agent, who worked undercover at the bed-and-breakfast, said Riley was a natural investigator and wanted her to join his team, but thankfully, Riley said she wasn’t the type to follow rules, and I heartily agreed.
Mom said some people have hinted to her that Riley and I rushed into marriage too quickly, but they abruptly change the subject when Mom dares them to tell Riley. 
In case it comes up, I loved her first. 






  
  Chapter One 


While Ben cleared their breakfast dishes, Riley made their sandwiches for lunch. She sighed as she cut their sandwiches on the diagonal. “It doesn’t seem fair that I’m only twenty minutes from the Jimson Veterinary Clinic where I’ll be working, and you have almost an hour’s drive to your office.”  
“The regional office covers ten counties, and this house is in the center of the counties where I’ll be working.” Ben pulled out ice packs from the freezer and put them into their insulated lunch bags along with a bottle of water, an apple, and a plastic sack with two cookies. “It’s going to be cold today, babe; do me a favor and wear long johns since you’ll be going on farm visits.”
Ben wrapped his arms around Riley; she snuggled against his chest and sighed as she listened to his heart beat. 
“Do you think it would be okay if I text you during the day?” he asked.
“I’d love it; you won’t feel so far away.”
Ben scratched Toby behind the ears, kissed Riley, and grabbed his warm jacket, lunch bag, and thermos of coffee before he dashed out the door. 
Toby padded to the living room and flopped down in front of the gas fireplace while Riley started another pot of coffee before she opened the three-ring notebook with the recipes from Ben’s mom. After Riley found the slow cooker recipe for her small pork roast, she scanned the kitchen for an electrical outlet close to a counter surface.  
She set the slow cooker on the stove top and plugged it into the outlet next to the stove. She pulled out the meat from the refrigerator, placed it inside the slow cooker along with chicken broth and spices, and set the dial on the slow cooker to medium. 
“Next, laundry, and I guess I better put on long johns. I hate being cold.” 
Toby opened his eyes but didn’t move as Riley gathered the laundry. After she started the washer, Riley packed a backpack with Toby’s water bowl, a container of water, and a few treats for the day then hurried to the bedroom and added layers to her clothing. 
Riley slid her pistol into the waistband holster then put on her warm jacket before she slipped Toby’s backpack over one shoulder and her backpack over the other shoulder. 
After she picked up her work backpack that she had stuffed with a change of clothes, her vet apron, and her lunch, Riley and Toby went outside. A gust of wind from around the corner of the house added to the intensity of the frigid morning air and took away her breath; she pulled up the neck of her jacket to cover her mouth and nose. Riley started the car’s engine, then immediately turned down the fan that was blasting out cold air from the vents. 
“I didn’t expect it to be so cold this soon; at least we’ll be on the road long enough for the heater to warm up.”
The frost on the still-green grass alongside the road sparkled in the bright sunlight. “We should get a small thermos so Ben can have hot soup or chili with his sandwiches for lunch.” 
Toby yipped. 
“We’ll stop at the grocery store on the way home this afternoon to pick up a small thermos, potatoes, and green chiles for the pork stew. Ben will enjoy having piping hot, green chile pork stew with his lunch tomorrow.” 
Riley slowed as she went through the center of town. “Jimson is much bigger than I realized. There was a second veterinary clinic at the edge of town, and I’ve seen four boutiques, two coffee cafés, a bookstore, a craft beer shop, two banks, three restaurants, and two lawyer offices on Main Street so far. We’ll have to stroll around town this coming weekend.”  
When Riley reached the Jimson Veterinary Clinic, she furrowed her brow as she examined the structure. “The building is really old, isn’t it? From the architectural style, the clinic must have been converted from a house to commercial use quite a while ago. I wonder if the veterinarian practice owns the building or is leasing it; there are obvious signs of deferred maintenance, like the paint’s peeling at the eaves, and the gutters are sagging.” 
After Riley parked behind the Jimson Veterinary Clinic and turned off the engine, she remained motionless in her seat with her hands on the steering wheel while she examined the building.
Toby whined. 
“Don’t be pushy. I was admiring the wide, well-constructed ramp that goes to the back door.”
Toby yipped.
She exhaled. “I wonder if I should have asked to meet with Doctor Peterson and his staff before I accepted the position, since I’ve only talked to Doctor Hugo Adams on the phone, and that was just briefly after I sent my resume to the Jimson Veterinary Clinic on Doc Ned’s recommendation.” 
Riley shivered from the cold and snorted. “That’s total nonsense, because Doc Ned told me Doc Peterson was the best. I’m definitely suffering a weird case of new job nerves. Let’s go in the front door. Doctor Adams said to park in the back, but I’d feel weird going in the back door like I was trying to sneak in.” 
The door creaked as Riley opened it and went inside with Toby on her heels. When she stopped short to inhale the surprising aroma of vanilla that was in sharp contrast to the austere surroundings of the clinic, Toby veered to avoid running into the back of her legs; Riley was startled by his sudden move and grabbed onto the metal bench next to the door to keep from falling.
A woman with short, brown hair with gray roots sat in a wheelchair at the desk; she cocked her head. “That was quite the entrance.”
Riley giggled. “Thank you.”
The woman grinned then shouted, “Doc Hugo, Riley and Toby are here.”  
After she removed her earbuds and left them dangling, the woman wheeled around the corner of the desk and held out her hand. “I’m Maureen.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” Riley shook Maureen’s hand and peered at the melted wax in the electric warmer on Maureen’s desk. 
“I would have preferred candles, but the fire marshal told me he’d shut us down if I did, so I make do with my electric warmer.”
“Vanilla is a comforting aroma and makes the clinic inviting; I think it’s brilliant; clients and patients must find it calming.” 
“That’s my goal. Our senior veterinarian is Doctor Wesley Cooper; he came here as a brand-new veterinarian twelve years ago to work with Doc Peterson to learn the ropes then stayed on as a partner; he drops off his kiddos at school before he comes in, so I’m sure you’ll meet him this afternoon when you return from the farm visits. Our other vet tech is Lisa; she’s on her way here; you’ll probably meet her before you leave.” 
Riley furrowed her brow. “What about Doctor Peterson?”
Maureen chuckled. “That old cuss hired Doc Hugo then retired and went on a cruise with his wife. He must have been planning that cruise for a long time. I’d be miffed at him, but I’ve been nagging him to retire for at least five years, so it was probably my fault.” 
“How long has it been since he left?” 
Toby put his chin on Maureen’s knee, and she rubbed his face. “You’re such a good boy, Toby; I’m so glad you’re here.” 
Maureen shifted to glance at Riley. “Doc Peterson retired almost three months ago.” 
A man who was nearing middle-age strolled down the hallway. He wore jeans and a white lab coat over a red and gray plaid flannel shirt that had the obvious fold lines of a shirt that had been recently purchased but never washed. 
Toby trotted to him before Doc reached the receptionist’s desk. 
Doc Adams glanced at Toby then shook hands with Riley. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Riley; Doc Ned and Julie Rae think a lot of you.” 
Riley briefly frowned at his carefully manicured fingernails then cleared her throat. “You know Doc Julie Rae?” 
“I went to school with her; she’s brilliant, isn’t she? Ready for a tour? The rest of our team will be here soon.” 
As Doc Hugo led Riley toward the exam rooms, Maureen said, “Don’t forget you’ll need to leave for your first farm visit in a half hour.” 
“Thanks; I haven’t quite gotten used to the travel time between farm appointments. We’ll make it a quick tour.” 
After he showed Riley the third examination room, Doc Hugo said, “I joined the practice three months ago. Before we moved here, I worked at one of the largest animal clinics in the Atlanta area for twelve years. We had fifteen veterinarians, and the practice specialized in dogs, cats, and other small mammals.” Doc Hugo beamed. “It was fairly upscale, so a small town practice is an enormous change. I’ve never worked away from a clinic until now, but my wife’s family lives in a county north of here on a farm with two horses, chickens, and goats, so I’m a natural to include farm animals.”
“That’s great; I learned a lot from Doc Ned and Doc Julie Rae. One thing I learned is that I love taking care of horses; I think cows are a little harder.” 
“Is it because they have a tendency to have more complex issues? When my wife’s dad told us there was a vet here who wanted to retire and needed someone to take over his practice, we knew it was for us; we’ve always wanted our kids to be closer to their grandparents, so here we are. Last month, Wesley and I decided we could expand our business if one of us took over the office visits, and I’ve been wanting to try my hand at farm visits. I’ll show you our trauma and x-ray rooms; they’re in the back.”
Riley examined the x-ray equipment. “This is nice.”
“We upgraded two months ago. We don’t have a kennel, but I think we should; I heard Julie Rae handles patients that require overnight care. That might be something we will consider, but we’ll need to find a larger facility and maybe hire a third vet.” 
On their way to the breakroom, Riley asked, “Where are you looking for your new building?” 
“We’re looking close to town because this is our base for our customers.”
When they reached the breakroom, Riley said, “You have a lot planned; that’s exciting.”  
“I’m thinking it will be a simple transition.” 
“Ha!” Maureen’s voice carried to the breakroom.
Doc Hugo cleared his throat. “Maureen keeps me honest.” 
“Somebody has to.” Maureen chuckled.
Doc Hugo shrugged. “She’s definitely up for it. I’ll remember to check the acoustics before I approve a new building. Care for some coffee? I haven’t had my quota for the morning yet.”
“Coffee sounds wonderful.” 
A slender woman with streaks of gray in her dark brown hair was out of breath as she hurried into the breakroom. “Hi, Riley; I’m Lisa.” Her dimples deepened when she smiled.
Riley returned her smile. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
“You too; maybe we’ll have a chance to talk when you finish your farm visits this afternoon.” Lisa put her lunch into the refrigerator. “I’ve been in a rush all morning because my husband and his brother decided late last night to leave early this morning for the farmers’ meeting that is being held near Atlanta. Thank goodness I went to the library last week to research the government reports they would need; I was up half the night pulling together relevant data for them. While he packed a few things this morning, I fixed them sandwiches and snacks. I have to dash; Doc Wesley, Maureen, and I always have a meeting first thing in the morning to go over the day’s schedule.” Lisa’s dimples returned. “Although I don’t know why we bother, because our days never go as planned.”
Riley chuckled. “Sounds typical to me.”
“You’re late again.” Doc Hugo sniffed as Lisa hurried to the door. 
Lisa stopped, slowly turned to face him, and put her hands on her hips. “You’re out of line,” she growled, then left the room.
After Riley joined Doc Hugo at the break table, he asked, “Will Toby be going with us? Maureen said she heard Toby occasionally went with you and Doc Ned on farm visits.” 
“You don’t mind if he goes along? I’ll ask him what he’d like to do. What types of visits do you have planned?” 
“You’re going to ask him?” Doc Hugo snorted and sipped his coffee.
“Yes.” Riley narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
Doc Hugo smirked. “Just sounded strange. The first farm visit is in the next county. A farmer called me at home last night; he found two dead calves in a pasture, and a few of the cows that had grazed in the same pasture yesterday weren’t doing well last night; he’s worried he has a toxic weed on his property. I told him we’d be there this morning to check the pasture. I’ll show you how to do that.”
“Doc Ned trained me on the typical toxic weeds, but I’m sure there is more I could learn,” Riley said. 
“It can’t be all that hard. The second one is about five miles from here; they have mules on their farm. I ordinarily prefer for Maureen to group each day’s appointments to be geographically close to each other, but I juggled my schedule to examine the pasture. She’ll have a fit, but I’ll give Maureen our revised schedule before we leave, so she’ll know where we are if an emergency arises.”
“That’s great; I’ll let Ben know he can call Maureen if he can’t reach me.” 
“That’s what my wife does.”  
As they headed to the receptionist’s desk, Doc asked, “I’m guessing since you’ve been on farm visits, you packed a lunch.” 
“Doc Ned said it’s a timesaver.” 
“My wife didn’t understand why I’d rather eat on the side of the road instead of sitting at a table in a café until I told her I’d get home two hours later if I didn’t have my lunch with me.” 
“She sends you to work with gourmet lunches, Doc, because she wants you to eat healthy,” Maureen said. “Riley, I think Toby’s staying with me, aren’t you, boy?”
Toby yipped. 
Riley raised her eyebrows. “Then it’s settled; Maureen, you have a bodyguard for the day.”
“Don’t be too impressed, Riley.” Maureen chuckled. “I bribed him with the promise of a roll and stroll to the dog park for our lunch break and extra treats when we got back.” Maureen’s eyes twinkled. “Roll and trot might be more accurate, but roll and stroll sounds more trendy.”
Riley giggled. “I think you had him at dog park.” 
Riley glanced at the earbuds that dangled above Maureen’s shoulders. “What kind of music do you like?”
“My earbuds are old school, but I like them because I can pop them out and not lose them. Have you ever talked to someone then realized they were wearing earbuds, and you have to start over? I’m super vigilant about removing mine. I enjoy listening to our local radio station and podcasts while I work when no one is around.”
“Maureen invented multitasking,” Doc mumbled.
“And I’m the best,” she said.
While Riley knelt next to Toby and stroked his back, Doc Hugo headed to the back door.
Riley asked, “Can I have your cell phone number, Maureen?” 
“I should have thought of that.” Maureen opened her top desk drawer, pulled out a card, and handed it to Riley. “Here you go; I have yours because it was on your resume.” 
Riley waved as she rushed to the back door then caught up with Doc Hugo before he reached his truck. Before she climbed inside, she glanced at her phone as it buzzed a text from Ben.
“Leaving the office for my first assignment. Loved you first.”
Riley grinned and returned his text. “Same. Love you more.” 
As he drove through town, Doc said, “I never had a specific vet tech work with me at the clinic in Atlanta. It was hard at first to adjust to Lisa because she’s more experienced than the vet techs in Atlanta; they were mostly straight out of school, so I did a lot of things myself. Lisa mostly works with Wesley. Doc Ned told me you have a talent to understand animals, but he added I might not fully grasp what that meant until I met you; he was exaggerating, wasn’t he?”
“I don’t think anyone really understands right off. I never thought it was unusual because my grandma always talked to animals and understood what they told her. When I went to school, I was surprised when people made fun of me.” 
Riley side-glanced at Doc as she continued. “I felt sorry for those kids because I thought something was wrong with them. When I told Grandma what they said, she said little kids understand animals, but they forget as they become older. I thought that was really sad; I’m glad I never forgot.” 
Doc snorted then sped up when he reached the highway. “I was interested in your choice of words when you said Toby would be Maureen’s bodyguard. Is that what he usually does?”  
“I guess he does in a way, but he enjoys being at the front desk and greeting the patients, so it made sense to me when he said that was what he wanted to do. Can you tell me more about the farm we’ll be visiting?” 
“John Winston is a fourth generation farmer; John manages the cattle, and his wife and their son manage the cropland. The Winstons are well known for being innovative; John Junior was the first in the area to use equipment that planted seeds without disturbing the soil.” 
“He’s smart; no-till farming is not only cheaper because it requires less labor and fuel, it also saves the soil and nutrients.” 
Doc Hugo grunted. “I’d never heard of it until I moved here; I’ll have to remember that you’re not a city girl.” 
Doc pointed at the large sign, “Winston U-Pick Blueberries,” before he turned onto the wide driveway. “My father-in-law told me a lot of farms replaced their tobacco fields with blueberries years ago; Mrs. Winston was one of the first in the area to implement an agritourism farm with You-Pick and a small shop at the farm to sell produce.”
They passed a small wooden building with a sign, “Winnie’s Market” and a graveled parking area in front of the building. 
Doc Hugo continued past the old farmhouse and stopped next to an off-road utility terrain vehicle that was parked in front of a barn.
The cows in a corral behind the barn bellowed as Riley and Doc climbed out of the truck. 
“The cows are mourning the dead calves,” Riley said. 
Doc cocked his head. “Really? They sound angry to me.” 
“They are.”
A wiry man who wore a seed company ball cap came out of the barn and strode to Doc’s truck.
“Good to see you, Doc, and this must be Riley.”
After they shook hands, Doc said, “Sounds like your cows are pretty unhappy.” 
“They think they are free-ranging cows and too good for hay, but I can’t let them roam right now. I’ll show you where I found the dead calves last night. My wife called the sheriff after I went out at first light this morning; he’ll be here later. We’ll take the side-by-side, and I’ll show you what I found.” 
As they rode along the fence line, Doc said, “Pastures are looking good. I don’t see any toxic weeds; do you, Riley?”
“I would need to walk the pasture to tell,” Riley said.
Doc Hugo sniffed; Mr. Winston glanced back at Riley and nodded. When Mr. Winston slowed, Riley leaned forward to peer at the pile of branches with a few leaves next to the fence that was less than ten feet from the road with only a shallow ditch between them.
“Is that a burn pile?” Doc asked. 
“No, someone threw them over the fence.” 
Mr. Winston stopped next to the pile. “Most of the branches have been stripped of leaves, and there isn’t any fruit.”
Riley jumped out of her seat to examine the branches; after she leaned close to a branch with leaves and sniffed, she gasped. “These are wild cherry trees. The calves died of cyanide poisoning.” 
Mr. Winston paled. “These limbs were gathered from somewhere else and thrown over my fence…” His voice broke. “Why? To kill my cattle?”
“I’ll check the cows as soon as we get back; are any other calves ill?” Doc asked as Riley returned to her seat on the UTV.
Mr. Winston straightened his back. “Hang on, Riley.” 
He sped over the rough terrain toward the barn; the UTV rolled from side to side, hit a bump, and went airborne. John grunted when the vehicle landed. “Didn’t expect that. The two calves I have left seem fine; they’re runts, so they probably couldn’t have gotten past the larger calves or the cows who circled the branches to nibble at the leaves.” 
“How many cows are sick?” Doc asked. 
“One still isn’t quite up to par; three others have improved since last night.” 
Doc pulled out his phone; after he did a quick search, he called the clinic. “Maureen, do we have any thiosulfate?”
Doc frowned. “Thanks.”
Doc hung up. “We don’t have any thiosulfate; Maureen mentioned garlic water. Do you have any idea what she was talking about, Riley?” 
“It’s a home remedy frequently used as a substitute for thiosulfate. Grandma peeled and crushed fresh garlic cloves, dropped them into boiling water, and simmered the mixture for fifteen minutes.” 
“You sound like my wife,” John said.
“John, does your wife have any fresh garlic?” Doc asked.
John stayed focused on his driving. “Always; my wife is a garlic water expert. She was up half the night mixing garlic water for the cows, and she kept me busy carrying out bucketfuls to the barn. For the record, I’d thought she had totally lost it.” 
“Do you think the garlic water made a difference?” 
John exhaled. “I guess it did, but I’m glad we don’t have a dairy farm; the milk would be awful.”
Doc shrugged. “What do you think, Riley?”
“It’s what Grandma and I did when the goats got into the peach trees.” 
John nodded. “Your grandma was smart. Peach pits release cyanide when they’re chewed, and ruminants like goats and cows process their food multiple times. It would take a strong concentration of garlic water, though; just ask my wife.”
Doc Hugo furrowed his brow. “John, as close as the calves were to the cherry branches when they collapsed, I didn’t think they had a chance of surviving.” 
After John parked at the barn, Doc said, “I’d like to talk to the sheriff; I won’t be long. If you want to go ahead, I’ll join you in a few minutes.” 
As John and Riley strolled to the corral, he said, “I didn’t know anything was wrong at first because the cows frequently trickle back to the barn, but all of them are always back by dusk. When the last few cows showed up, they were stumbling as they walked, and their breathing was labored. I thought they’d gotten into a toxic weed. While my wife rushed to take care of them, I realized I was missing two calves and went to find them.” 
“Why did she give them garlic water if she thought it was just a toxic weed?” 
“She didn’t; I did. She said the cows were too well-fed and smart to eat toxic weed, so it had to be something that was as toxic as dried red maple leaves or something similar that they’d never encountered before.” 
As John and Riley approached the corral, an older cow grunted, and the younger ones cleared a path for her as they moved away from the fence.   
“What’s going on, old girl? Do you have something to say?” John asked. 
The cow stamped her feet and lowed; Riley’s eyes widened. 
John scanned the rest of the cows. “I know you’d tell me what you saw if you could.”
The old cow mooed.  
Riley stroked the old cow’s head as she whispered, “Have you ever seen them before?”  
The cow moaned before she strolled to the gate. 
“Doesn’t sound like she feels very well, but she looks fine.” Doc joined them. “What do you think, Riley?”
She bit her lip then cleared her throat. “The corral seems a little small for them.” 
John furrowed his brow. “They haven’t touched the hay I put out for them; we’ll move them to a pasture that isn’t too close to a road.” 
“I don’t see any particular problems; we can come back by this afternoon,” Doc said.
“Hate for you to make a special trip; why don’t I call you if there’s any change?” John asked. 
“Sounds good; just call Maureen.”
After they were in the truck and back on the road, Doc asked, “I got the feeling there was something you didn’t want to say in front of John. Was there a problem?” 
“Two men threw the branches from the back of their truck over the fence, and the young ones rushed to the branches. The men watched while the little ones ate the leaves. The cow recognized one man because he has been at the farm a few times.” 
Doc Hugo side-glanced at Riley; his voice dripped with sarcasm. “Right.” 
Riley rolled her eyes and pursed her lips as she gazed out her side window. Don’t ask if you don’t want to know, Doc.
She shrugged. His loss. “What’s our next visit?” 
“Nothing unusual; it’s a bi-annual visit for vaccinations and checkups for mules.” 
“I don’t have any hands-on experience with mules. Are their vaccinations the same as horses?” 
Doc Hugo slowed as he turned at an intersection. “They are, but that’s only because there are no protocols developed for mules and donkeys. The assumption is that any adverse reactions would be the same.” 
Riley shook her head. “I’ve heard that, but I’m not convinced it’s true just because it’s what everybody says.” 
“I don’t have any reason to doubt it.” 
Riley turned away to hide her inadvertent eye roll. Maybe you should.  






  
  Chapter Two


A few minutes later, Doc Hugo pointed at the upcoming cotton field on their left. “There’s another cotton field being harvested; all this is new to me.” 
She nodded as she gazed at the monster harvester with an enclosed cab as it lumbered along and stripped the plants of open and unopened bolls on its way to the end of the field. 
Riley scanned the cotton fields, pastures, and pecan orchard as they rode in silence. Feels like home to me.
When Doc Hugo slowed to make a right turn at a driveway, Riley peered at the cows and two donkeys in the nearby pasture. 
After Doc Hugo parked near the barn, a woman who wore a blue denim jacket over denim overalls and had pulled back her long, silver hair into a ponytail rushed out of the house to greet them. 
“Our harvester broke down; my husband took the mules to pull it closer to the barn, so he and our hired hand could work on it.” She smiled. “Those mules love to work; it makes them feel important. You want to check the donkeys, Doc? I’ll call them to the barn.” 
The woman smiled as she turned to Riley. “You must be Riley; I’m Rachel. I met your mother-in-law at a baby shower two or three years ago, and we’ve kept in touch. Melissa is a wonderful person, isn’t she?”
“She really is.” Riley returned her smile. 
Rachel buttoned up her jacket and flipped up the collar as protection against the wind. “Let’s go to the barn, and I’ll show you my donkey calling skills. We may get the entire herd because we have very nosy cows.” 
As the two of them headed toward the barn, Doc Hugo said, “I’ll be there in a minute; I have a text from the office.” 
“Melissa told me about your talent with animals; I understand our donkeys. My husband is a kind-hearted man, but he shakes his head when I tell him what the donkeys told me; unfortunately, I don’t understand the cows or mules.” 
“That’s exciting; I’m not surprised when children understand animals, but I’ve never met a donkey whisperer.”
“Sometimes I think the cows are trying to tell me something, and I apologize to them because I don’t understand. My husband tells his farm workers I’m eccentric, but I don’t think it hurts to be polite, do you?” 
“Not at all, and I’m sure the cows appreciate it.” 
When they reached the barn, the woman put her thumb and index finger up to her mouth and whistled. The donkeys trotted to the barn, and the cows followed them. 
“Good girls,” Rachel cooed and rubbed the donkeys’ faces. “Go into your stalls, and I’ll give you a treat.” She turned to the cows. “Sorry, but y’all will have to wait out here while the doctor does his business.” 
The cows mooed then turned back to graze in the pasture. 
Rachel opened the gate to the barn; while the donkeys strolled to their stalls, Doc Hugo strode into the barn. 
“Did you have any concerns about the donkeys?” Doc Hugo asked.  
“Not at all,” Rachel said.
He quickly examined and vaccinated the donkeys. “They’re doing fine.” 
Rachel’s cell phone in her bib pocket buzzed. She read the text and frowned. “We’ll have to reschedule the mules’ checkups. We have a second piece of equipment that was in the same field as the harvester, and it has a problem too; my husband, his workers, and the mules are going to be busy for most of the day.” 
Doc Hugo furrowed his brow. “Sorry to hear that; just call Maureen when you’re ready, and she’ll schedule us to return a day or two later. Is there anything we can do before we leave?” 
“No, but thank you so much for asking.”
Before Doc Hugo started the truck, he said, “Maureen wants us to squeeze in one more farm before our next scheduled visit, but it’s about thirty miles away, so we’ll be having a late lunch unless we eat on the road. What do you think?”
“I don’t mind a late lunch; eating while we travel is fine too. What’s the problem?” 
“Sick horse.” 
“Any details?” Riley narrowed her eyes. Doc Hugo is annoying.
“Off her feed and listless.” 
“Do you know how old she is, or if this is a recent problem?” 
Doc snorted. “Why don’t you call Maureen with your questions, and I’ll concentrate on driving?”  
Riley glared at Doc while she pulled out her phone from her backpack then called the office; after she counted ten rings, she hung up. 
“No answer; Maureen mentioned going to the dog park. Doesn’t anyone else answer the phone?”  
“We close for lunch; the phone should have rung over to voicemail. I’ll look at that when we return to the office.” 
Riley sent Maureen a text. “How is Toby doing?” 
Maureen replied, “Great. We’re at the dog park. We have new friends.” 
Riley returned her phone to her backpack. At least someone is having a good day. 
Doc Hugo pulled into an abandoned gas station. “I thought about trying to find a roadside park, but the wind has come up. It’s too miserable to be outside. I usually eat in my truck because if it’s not windy, it’s buggy.” 
Riley pulled out her lunch while Doc Hugo opened his door and left it open while he climbed out of the driver’s seat and opened the back door to retrieve a small cooler. She zipped up her jacket when the wind gusted from the north and blew the driver’s door wide open.
Riley shook her head. Doc’s lucky the wind didn’t swing that door hard enough to mess up the hinges.
After he jumped back into the truck and slammed his door, Doc said, “It has turned much colder than I expected; my jacket’s not warm enough for this weather. I’ll call Maureen after I eat to see if she can reschedule the rest of today’s appointments.” 
“Tomorrow’s going to be colder.” 
“Maybe the forecast is wrong.” Doc took a big bite of his sandwich. 
Riley sighed and poured a cup of coffee to go with her sandwich. Doc’s contrary attitude wears me out.
While they ate, Doc asked, “Do you always carry a thermos of coffee?” 
“Not always, but I try to when it’s cold.” 
“I never paid much attention to the weather all the years that I was in Atlanta because I was never exposed to the outdoors when I went to work,” Doc said. “I parked in covered parking with a covered walkway to the clinic, so I went from my garage at home to the clinic and back to my home garage.” 
“It’s a lot different here, isn’t it?”
“I don’t see how people stand it; it’s a lot colder and lonelier.” Doc tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I guess I’m used to the city noises and traffic.” 
Riley nodded as she sipped her coffee. We are definitely different; Jimson is city enough for me. 
Doc Hugo’s phone buzzed a text. After he read it, he exhaled. “Maureen said a cow is having trouble delivering a calf; the farm is near here.” 
Doc replied to the text then started the engine. After he did a U-turn, he glanced at his phone when it buzzed. “I asked her if Wesley was available to come to the farm and help; he isn’t, so I’m on my own.” 
“No, you aren’t, Doc. I can talk you through it,” Riley said. 
“Thanks for the offer, but I’m sure I’ll be fine; it’s probably not as difficult a delivery as everyone is making it out to be.” 
“You don’t really want a vet tech, do you?” Riley asked. 
“That’s a strange question; I wouldn’t have hired you if I didn’t want a vet tech.” 
“Good; then I’ll assist you.” Riley’s voice hardened. 
Doc Hugo slammed the heel of his hand on the steering wheel. “We’ve got a complicated delivery ahead of us; you need to stop being so negative.” 
How am I being negative? Riley side-glanced at him and cleared her throat. “How can I help you?” 
“Just stay out of my way.” Hugo gritted his teeth. “I’ll be fine.” 
Riley bit her lip. Stay calm; don’t snap back. 
After she slowly exhaled, Riley said, “I won’t let the calf die.” 
“Oh, you won’t, will you?” Doc Hugo growled, “Just stay in the truck. I don’t think this is working out.”
Riley raised an eyebrow. “You’re right, Doc.” 
Riley’s phone buzzed a text. “Maureen said to step on it, Doc. The cow is in distress; I can talk you through it.” 
“I thought you said cows were too complex.”
“No, I said they’re harder than horses; that doesn’t mean I don’t have experience with a delivery.” 
“Right.” 
Same obnoxious tone. Riley narrowed her eyes as she turned to her side window. I wonder how long it would take me to walk back to my car.
“A walk would do me good,” Riley mumbled.
“What?” 
“Just thinking out loud; I’m used to Toby ignoring me.”  
“I’m not used to having anyone around.” 
Riley nodded. That’s obvious. 
After Doc Hugo parked his truck, a tall man ran from the barn toward them. 
Doc Hugo’s chuckle was hollow. “Doesn’t look like this will take long. I’ll come get you if I need you.”
Doc grabbed his medical bag from the back seat; the man motioned for Doc to hurry, and the two of them ran to the barn. 
Riley pulled out her shoulder length gloves and vet apron from her work backpack. While she had put on the apron and tied it around her waist, the man raced to the house. As Riley neared the barn, the cow bellowed. 
When she went inside, Doc Hugo was standing in the middle of the barn with his arms crossed. “We’re going to see how quickly Wesley can get here. I don’t see a calf at all.”
“I
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